The article reflects on the first part of the memoirs of a late eighteenth-century Mughal prince, Mirza Ali Bakht Azfari, who was held prisoner in Shahjahanabad-Delhi until well into his adult years. Later, after he had made his escape from there and gone on after long travels to settle in the territories of the Nawwab of Arcot, Azfari had occasion to look back on his days as an imprisoned prince in a sort of gilded cage. His backward glance takes in such questions as astrology, the thaumaturgical character of members of the Mughal lineage, and other issuessome of which are peculiar to him, while others seem to have been shared in the milieu from which he came. The work thus allows us to reflect on the mental world and categories of political reflection of a would-be Mughal statesman, who never quite managed to seize the reins of power.
Introduction
In the mid-nineteenth century, an East India Company official wrote a report on the state of the Mughal saltn (described as the descendants of former emperors going back to Shah Jahan) then living within the walled city of Delhi. They were in fact rather numerous, with reportedly about 800 of them receiving Mughal pensions in 1836, and well over 2,000 in 1848. Major George Cunninghams report depicts the deplorable state of these men, and later historians of the Mughal empire in its decline, such as Percival Spear, have seized upon this portrayal as exemplifying nothing but the depths to which pride can reduce men. Spear quotes the following telling passage from Cunninghams report:
The saltn quarter consists of an immense high wall so that nothing can overlook it. Within this are numerous mat huts in which these wretched objects live. When the gates were opened there was a rush of miserable, half-naked, starved beings who surrounded us. Some men apparently eighty years old almost in a state of nature, who from the earliest infancy had been shut up, others young men, some sons of kings whose mothers had either died or not been in favour (...) others young children who had the space within these walls to look forward to as their world. The portrayal leads quickly to a view of a court that is more tinsel than real, full of unhealthy intrigue and corruption, some simply gibbering idiots, other princes drinking themselves to death steadily on Hoffmanns cherry brandy, and still others notable only for their vanity and absurdity, such as a certain Mirza Babur, who affects the manners and habits of Europeans. To Spear, then, the later Mughal court was like a marble pavilion built over a cesspool, the only saving grace of which was the fact that it was still the school of manners for Hindustan.
Yet was the later Mughal empire as moribund as that? Did it have the capacity to reflect upon the changing political circumstances and produce a cogitation on politics and sovereignty that was more than a simple refraction of what the Europeans brought to it? The true nature of sovereignty in the Mughal empire is even today the subject of some controversy, despite several decades of vigorous academic debate on the issue. The central question turns around the basis or bases upon which the monarchs of the Mughal dynasty built their claims to rulership, and whether any major changes occurred in this respect over the three centuries and more that they reigned over northern India, and much of the rest of the subcontinent besides. It is clear enough that a number of possible bases existed for the claim to sovereignty, of which the first was the prestigious descent of the dynasty from the major figure of Amir Timur Gurgan (13361405), whose image was, however, not entirely shorn of ambiguity in the northern Indian context as a of Aurangzeb, where once more the idea of dividing the territories up amongst feuding princes surfaces. 7 There were, of course, limits to this notion, as is demonstrated by the fact that these ideas in Mughal India were never really put into practice, as opposed to, say, Transoxiana, where various forms of divided statehood emerged after the relatively brief period of centralisation that ended with the death of the Shaibanid ruler, Abdullah Khan, in 1598. However, the persistence of the theme of the royal double, as also the proliferation of their number in the eighteenth century, can only be ignored by the historian of Mughal India at his own peril, as we have shown at some length elsewhere in relation to the career of Dawar Bakhsh or Sultan Bulaqi. 8 It is thus no coincidence that the ideological over-determination that has governed much Mughal history in the past decades has resulted in a failure to address this question, just as historians have failed to address so many other fecund regions, preferring to return time and again to till rather barren historiographical fields.
The Age of Shah Alam II
Our concern in this article is to return to the vexed question of the nature of sovereignty from a somewhat neglected historical source that was written in the early years of the nineteenth century. However, in order to gain a better sense of the larger context, we may need to provide our readers with a somewhat more general view of both our central text and its author. The text in question is the so-called Wqit-i Azfar, written by a Timurid prince called Mirza Ali Bakht (17591818) . 9 The text, completed in the early nineteenth century (in about 1221 A.H./18067) , is preserved in various locations including Chennai (Madras), where the author spent the last years of his life under the protection of the Walajah Nawwabs of Arcot. Earlier still, however, the author had spent a good deal of time in Shahjahanabad-Delhi, this time under the rule of the Mughal sovereign Shah Alam II (r. 17591806) . Now, this last rulers reputation, as it comes down to us in the historiography, is a rather mixed one. Contemporary writers, including officials of the English East India Company, had a scarcely concealed contempt for him, seeing him as weak, effeminate and irresolute, the very epitome of an empire that was tottering on its last legs. 10 Among the kinder portrayals is that of the Franco-Swiss mercenary Antoine Polier, who describes the emperor as good to the point of weakness and dominated by a wazr who used his influence on the spirit of Scha Alow for the sole purpose of distancing the prince from the servants who were truly loyal; a particular evil genius is attributed to the Afghan warlord Najaf Khan, who dominated the court for some decades in the early part of the reign.
11 However, such an interpretation has not gone unchallenged, particularly on account of the efforts of cultural historians, who have tried to demonstrate the vitality of an emergent vernacular literary culture under Shah Alam, who appears here as a crucial transitional figure between Muhammad Shah in the first half of the eighteenth century and Bahadur Shah II in the mid-nineteenth century. In such a revisionist view (which may also draw sustenance from Jean Laws rather favourable portrayal of Shah Alam), 12 much emphasis would be placed not only on the court and its figures such as Mir Taqi Mir or Mirza Muhammad Hasan Qatil (author of the Haft tamsha), but also on Shah Alam himself as a literary and cultural innovator. 13 The emperor, it emerges, was a prolific author in Urdu, Braj Bhasha, Persian, Punjabi, and the mixed language of rekhta, authoring a vast number of poems, many of which were collected at his own behest in a work entitled the Ndirt-i Shh.
14 He, however, is also the author, under his pen-name of Aftab, of an elaborate dstn (romance) entitled Ajib al-Qasas, which has unfortunately only survived in an incomplete form.
15 Apparently completed in 1207 A.H. (or 179293) , the text dates to a period when the emperor was blind, as a result of circumstances that will be discussed below. The initial section of the work thus contains the following verse in several variants, suggesting both that the author was in a saddened state, and that he had tafzl leanings:
Durust kjiyo y rabb mere umr-i shah Ba haqq-i Ahmad-i mukhtr aur Al-yi wal.
O God! Set right my royal affairs Through the intercession of the Prophet and the saintly Ali.
The story of the dstn itself tells in Urdu prose (of which it is an early written example) of the ruler of Cathay (Khita and Khotan), who is childless, as is his wazr. The two are hence helped by a dervish, who grants each a son, and the two boys grow up as close friends and companions. Meanwhile, the ruler of Rum, Qutlugh Khan, is also childless, and so is his wazr. They are granted two daughters by the intercession of astrologers, and these two girls for their part become boon companions. The story is essentially of the romantic relationship between one of the princes, Shuja al-Shams, and the princess Malika Nigar, interspersed with accounts of various battles with supernatural creatures. There are also 20 riddlelike questions that are put to the prince by Qutlugh Khan, to which he must provide answers. The extant text ends after the answers have been given, but before all the hurdles have been crossed, and so the romance remains incomplete in its currently available version.
We need not, of course, subscribe to the reductionist view according to which such texts as the dstn should be seen as mere forms of escapism, given the trying circumstances in which the author, and Mughal high culture more generally, found themselves in the period. The broad narrative of the attendant political circumstances is told easily enough. 16 The progressive emergence of regional states under the carapace of Mughal sovereignty is visible enough from the 1720s, and accelerates further after the successful invasion of north India by Nadir Shah Afshar in the late 1730s, and then the Abdali raids from Afghanistan in the decades that follow. By the last third of the eighteenth century, the Mughal centre was thus paradoxically held up in some measure by its own erstwhile rivals, whether the Marathas, or some of the newly sprung-up Afghan polities, which existed both in northern and central India. 17 The reign of Shah Alam II can thus be seen as a progressive hollowing out of the real content of Mughal power, while at the same time all the major political actorsincluding the English East India Company continued to insist on the utility of preserving the Mughals as the titular sovereigns of a pan-Indian polity. It is here that the view of Mirza Ali Bakht Azfari, himself resident in the hollowed-out heart of the empire at Shahjahanabad, is of particular interest. Now, the Wqit-i Azfar is an elegantly written memoir, though drafted without a clear division into sections or chapters, and instead comprising some 166 brief sections or entries. Beginning with a very brief, almost perfunctory, praise of God and the Prophet, followed by a more elaborate praise and prayer for the Emperor Badshah Shah Alam (May God preserve his country and power, and may He gift the whole world with his munificence and grace), the text can, however, be divided for purposes of convenience into four parts. The first concerns the authors life in Delhi at the end of the eighteenth century, and will be our main concern here. The second part deals with his clandestine departure from the Mughal capital, and a phase of adventures and misadventures in western and central India. The third part is largely centred on the authors life in Lakhnau, where he was for a long time a guest of the Nawwab Asaf-ud-Daula. And finally, the last part of the text has him resuming his travels until he reaches Madras through a tortuous route down the east coast of India, after a detour in Bengal.
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What can we say about the author of this quite unusual memoir? The text is written by Muhammad Zahir-ud-Din Mirza Ali Bakht, known to his contemporaries as Mirza-i Kalan (The Big Mirza). He tells us at the outset of the text that his pen-name is Azfari Gurgani (the latter epithet deriving from Timur), and adds with uncharacteristic modesty that he is a mere wanderer in the steppe of astonishment (dasht-i tahayyur). He further identifies himself in quite precise terms as the son of the maternal grandson of the early eighteenth-century Mughal ruler Jahandar Shah, who had himself been the grandson of Alamgir (Aurangzeb). He also recounts that nine years after leaving the fort of Shahjahanabad, when he was in the city of Murshidabad, in the month of Zi-Hijja 1211 (MayJune 1797), he had first thought of writing an account of what he terms the destruction (tabh) of the Timurid dynasty (khndn-i grgniya) at the hands of Ghulam Qadir Khan Yusufzai. But Azfari had also thought of adding some details concerning his own escape from what he terms the Prison of Princes (qaid-i-saltn), his wanderings through different territories (sair-i chand dayr-o-amsr), and of lending documentary support to all this with copies of his own correspondence. The purpose of this, he states, was so that the reader might have an idea of the prose style used by different scribes and secretaries (munshs) of the time, and that children could thus use it as a sort of exemplary letter book, or insh collection. A second purpose was that if some of his own descendants were to reach any of those cities where he had himself wandered, they might recall how he had been received and what his own status had been in the days of yore. The name that he himself gives the book is Wqit-i Azfar, clearly a reference to the Persian title given to the memoirs of his illustrious ancestor with whom he shared the name Muhammad Zahir-ud-Din, namely the early sixteenth-century founder of the Mughal dynasty in India, Babur. 19 We may note that Azfari was quite inordinately proud of his own learning, and mentions at various points in his text that besides his dwn in Urdu, he had authored a Chaghatay Turkish dictionary while resident in Lakhnau (entitled Lught-i Turk-i Chaghaty), produced a rhymed translation of Ali Sher Nawais Mahbb al-Qulb (entitled the Marghb al-Fud), a Turkish grammar, as well as a treatise in Turkish and Hindi (titled Tengr-Tri) in the style of no less a personage than Amir Khusrau. Of these texts, the Marghb al-Fud (completed in the year 1208 H./ 179394) holds particular interest for us, in the light of what it reveals of the authors view of the relative place of Turkish and Persian in Mughal culture. Written in a crisp, elegant and eloquent Persian, and divided into three sections (qism), the text first discusses the condition of commoners, then the relative place of virtuous (hamda) and wicked (zamma) acts, and finally contains a section with proverbs and maxims. Broadly conceived within the tradition of akhlq, the text does far more than provide a mere translation of a prestigious original. For Azfari was firmly of the opinion that the Mughal royal family had unjustly neglected its Turkish heritage, and that this had become particularly flagrant from the reign of Muhammad Shah (bar Muhammad Shh Turk tamm shud).
21 He thus laments that of the princes of his own generation, he alone possessed a full command of Turkish, which he had learnt from several masters such as Mir Karm Ali, Mulla Muhammad Zaman Tabrizi and Mirza Kazim Sauda. Of these teachers, the first had apparently insisted to Azfari that Turkish was crucial for the power of the Mughals in India, and should indeed be seen as a sort of whip to keep the populace in subjection (Turk zabn chbuk-i saltanat-i Hind ast); he further believed that from the day the Mughals neglected that language, their rule had been fatally weakened (az ayymi ki Turk az alsina-i n khndn sust gardda, saltanat-i Hind zuf pasandda). In sum, then, once the effeminate Persianate culture had overwhelmed the real strength of the Mughals, namely their Turkish sensibility (Turk hissyat), the writing was pretty much on the wall. 22 Echoing Azfaris own image of himself, a recent historian of the career of Turkish in India writes: Azfari is the last of the long line of Timurids whom we know of for sure that he cultivated the family tradition of promoting Turkic language and literature.
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Now it is made clear from the outset that Azfari, though a Mughal prince (as well as a man of some scholarly pretensions), was in fact held prisoner in Shahjahanabad along with a number of other princes. As we shall see, there was an explanation for this Prison of Princes, but it is a factor of primary importance that must be taken into account in order to understand the memoir. For though the tradition of holding princes and potential successors to the throne in forms of confinement was common enough in a host of early modern polities, the late eighteenth-century Mughal case was rather peculiar. Rather than being confined (as they later seem to have been) within the interior depths of the fort, the Mughal princes instead functioned in a rather loose system of house arrest, which allowed them a fair degree of flexibility during the day, as well as the possibility of socialising with one another, and even of receiving certain visitors in their mansions. Though under surveillance, their world was marked by a curious claustrophobia, in which certain windows of opportunity nevertheless opened up periodically. This is the ambience that Azfari powerfully evokes, suggesting that though a prisoner, he and his cousins were not quite excluded from the world of power.
A brief first section opens the account, and is concerned with the so-called destruction of the Sultanate of Shah Alam Badshah. This part commences with the unspeakable and indescribable (na guftan wa na nawishtan) story of Ghulam Qadir Khan and his rebellion, which destroyed the edifice of the Sultanate, and who not only harassed people unjustly, but also put out the eyes of the king, separating him for a time from his throne. 24 The purpose of providing such an account, so Azfari notes, is essentially didactic, in order to furnish a lesson for those to come, a view supported in the text by appropriate Quranic verses. Further, our author clarifies, the political difficulties of the time affected not just the Sultanate, but the relatives and associates of the emperor such as the author himself. Now, it is noted that Shah Alams name, prior to his becoming emperor, had been Mirza Abdullah Ali Gauhar, but he had also been known as Lal Miyan or Mirza Bulaqi in his youth. He was the son of Muhammad Aziz-ud-Din, better known as Alamgir II, who was in turn the son of Muizz-ud-Din Jahandar Shah. As for our author, Azfari, his own links with the emperor were as follows. Azfari was the son of Sultan Muhammad Wali, better known as Manjle (the middle brother) Sahib, in turn the son of Sultan Muhammad, Pisar-i Kalan, son of Nawwab Iffatara Begam, daughter of Muhammad Muizz-ud-Din Jahandar Shah. Thus, it might be said that the emperor Shah Alam was located two generations above Azfari in the primary Mughal genealogy. By clarifying these matters, Azfari enables us already to grasp something to which we shall return, namely the relatively extensive spread of the notion of Mirza (in the technical sense of a Mughal descendant) in the late eighteenth century. This can be compared perhaps to the equally wide usage of the term at the time of Babur, when the descendants of Timur had spread themselves across a good part of southern Central Asia, Iran and Afghanistan. Now, Azfari notes that the unspeakable and indescribable incidents to which he has referred took place despite the numerous kindnesses shown by the emperor to Ghulam Qadir, who had proved to be black-faced and of an ungrateful nature (namak-harm r siyh). He hence clearly feels the need to provide some background information concerning who this Ghulam Qadir in fact was. His account thus backtracks to Najib Khan (or Najib-ud-Daula), who had been a very powerful man, and who had in his time controlled a good part of the sba of Delhi. After his death from natural causes in his residence and stronghold of Ghaus Garh, his son Zabita Khan had been given the high post of bakhsh; and one of his deputies, Shaikh Qasim, had even been appointed with 1,000 horses as the qiladr of the Qila-i Mubrak, the Auspicious Fort of Shahjahanabad-Delhi. Now, as it happened, Zabita Khan had proved to be of an unruly nature, and so the emperor had had him expelled from the Fort through the intercession of the Maratha warlord, Madhavji Patil Sindhia, in one of those typical eighteenth-century alliances. There is a description in Azfaris account of how this had led to a fight in and around the Asad Burj in the Red Fort, which was damaged in the process, and had had to be repaired thereafter. However, Zabita Khan, though defeated, rebelled a second time from his base at Ghaus Garh, and a force was again sent against him under Mirza Najaf Khan and Abdul Ahad Khan Majd-ud-Daula, with the emperor himself being present on the occasion. But on the intercession of another powerful Maratha warlord, Tukkoji Holkar, Zabita was forgiven and reinstated once more. He rebelled once more, and the emperor set out against him again. This time, the Rohilas (for Zabita Khan belonged to this Afghan group) were roundly defeated, the greater part of Zabita Khans family was captured, and it was then that Zabita Khans eight or 10-year-old son, Ghulam Qadir, was brought back to Delhi. The other members of Zabita Khans family were summarily expelled from Ghaus Garh and dispersed.
Azfari recounts that Ghulam Qadir was now brought to Qudsiya Bagh in Delhi, today an enclosed garden not far from the Inter-State Bus Terminus, and outside of the walled city of Delhi. He was given servants and guards, and fed magnificently three times a day. The 50-year-old emperor (born in 1728) used to meet him frequently, and even looked directly to his education to the point of calling him his son ( farzand) and giving him the title of Raushan-ud-Daula. When the boy used to cry while thinking of his parents, the emperor would reassure him, saying that he would be released soon. However, some Mughal nobles resisted this idea, and as a result Ghulam Qadir was kept on in a sort of gilded prison. Meanwhile, Zabita Khan went back to his old ways, and began attacking Amir Nagar and other places; another force was sent out against him, but was defeated, and the Mughal noble in charge was forced to retreat. A second encounter took place, in which there were many casualties, and the Mughal general Abul Qasim Khan (the brother of Majd-ud-Daula) was himself killed and beheaded, his head being carried off ignominiously as a trophy. Resentment against Ghulam Qadir now grew apace at the Mughal court, but he continued to be protected by the emperor. There appeared to be a strange bond between Shah Alam and the young Afghan boy, and Azfari recounts how on a certain occasion the emperor had recited a number of mixed verses in rekhta in his honour. One of these, using the emperors pen-name of Aftab, ran:
Farzand-i khss hai yeh aur hain ghulm sre, bd rakhiyo y rabb fidw k ghar hamre. Phul rahe hamsha bgh-i murd isk, hargiz khizn na phatke is bgh ke kinre. The implication clearly is that the affection that the emperor had for the boy went beyond normal bounds. This, however, did not stop the nobles from protesting, and perhaps even encouraged them. Majd-ud-Daula in particular wanted Ghulam Qadirs head in revenge for that of his brother. However, the emperor for his part retorted that the innocent son should not be held responsible for the deeds of his miscreant father. Instead, he took the extraordinary measure of sending one of his confidants with the boy at night, with plenty of goods, back to his own father, in order to ensure his safety. What is more, Zabita Khan was again restored to favour and made bakhsh, though he died a few years later. The son Ghulam Qadir, for his part, now grew as arrogant as the Pharaoh himself (in Azfaris words), and began to threaten that he would come to Delhi and take revenge himself for his captivity and what had transpired there, sinking the very Red Fort into the river Jamuna. People in Delhi began to fear these threats, and some months later (we are in 1787) he really arrived with his forces at Shahdara and Andhyaoli, the latter a village to the north of the fort. From here, he began to send cannon shots against the fort. But for one or the other reason, he had to abandon this attack and return to his territories.
At this time, Azfari says, he himself sent a letter in secret through one of his aunts to the emperor, protesting about what had happened, and the ill-conceived policies that had been followed. But the emperor replied that Ghulam Qadir was a poor orphan (yatm), and he was astonished that people had such enmity towards him. He also told the intermediary (that is, Azfaris aunt) that Azfari and the other Mughal princes were mere children, who understood nothing of these matters. Ghulam Qadir had been brought up by him and eaten his salt; he would never really act against the emperor. All these were thus merely mischievous rumours spread by people. Azfari could hardly restrain himself at this response, and quotes an appropriate verse to the effect that when Death approaches, even the physician becomes an imbecile. 26 So it was that a year later, this very Ghulam Qadir became the source of the worst possible troubles.
A physical description of Ghulam Qadir follows in Azfaris account, to the effect that he was a great consumer of bhang, opium and hashish. It was also said of him that he suffered from ubnah, which is to say an itching in his behind; the implication once more relating to the nature of his relationship with the emperor.
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He had reached the age of about 20, and though he was not yet bearded, he was nevertheless handsome (khush r), with down on his cheek (sabza-i khatt); but the fact was that he was a man of bad habits, quarrelsome, somewhat short in stature, and generally of average build. He had large eyes, and a high and aquiline nose.
28 From the point of view of physiognomists (practitioners of ilm-i qiyfa), writes Azfari, such people had a particular predilection to sedition ( fitna). Majdud-Daula, who knew this science, had already noted this of Ghulam Qadir when he was young, and had even said as much to Zabita Khan.
Azfaris account now details the disturbances that followed in the fort, which began with a great tumult and hubbub, sounds of which reached the place where he was. A fairly long passage on the consequences of Ghulam Qadirs attack and the blinding by him of Shah Alam follows, beginning with the temporary raising of the Mughal prince, Mirza Bidar Bakht, to the throne on 29 Zi-Qada 1201 (12 September 1787) with the title of Shahjahan II; only later do we come more precisely to the chaos and confusion around Ghulam Qadirs attack on the fort, the imprisonment of the other Mughal princes, and then, the subsequent raising to the throne of still another prince, Mirza Akbar Shah. Azfari tells us that he avoids the truly gory details (of the blinding of the emperor and the rape of the royal women), saying that otherwise the readers bile would come out of his belly, but he nevertheless mentions the attack on the fort beginning two months after the enthronement of Bidar Bakht, starting from early Muharram 1202 (one month or so after the raising of the new ruler to the throne).
29 A particularly traumatic day is 10 Muharram 1202 (22 October 1787), when cannon shots were resounding everywhere, and it was as if the trumpet for the very Day of Judgement had sounded. The roofs of houses in the fort flew into the air like cotton balls being carded, doors were broken down, and peoples panic-stricken cries and shouts were to be heard everywhere. Even at Bahadurgarh, 12 leagues from Delhi, this noise could be heard. The account then continues with the capture and death of Ghulam Qadir at the hands of the Maratha warlord Sindhia, the cutting off of his ears, nose and lips, and his blinding at Mathura in March 1789; each of these items was put in a separate box and then sent to Shah Alam by the Marathas. Now, for a time, another prince, Mirza Akbar Shah (a son of Shah Alam), had been raised to the throne for a period of 13 days, after Bidar Bakht had been unseated by Ghulam Qadir at Meerut. Azfari notes that he himself was particularly happy when Akbar Shah was raised to the throne, and even wrote verses to be used on his eventual coins (though he discreetly kept these to himself). The same Akbar Shah eventually arrived in Delhi from Meerut after Ghulam Qadirs death, and met Azfari affectionately. The latter complimented him profusely, and showed him the verses he had penned in his honour. They ran:
The royal seal was struck with the tablet of the moon, by the Khedive Shah Jahangir, Akbar the Second.
Having shown him these verses, however, Azfari took them back, pointing out that Shah Alam II was still officially the ruler. He promised, however, to keep them in reserve if ever Akbar Shah became emperor in reality; Azfaris close associates, two other princes called Mirza Mughal and Mirza Tughal (on whom more below), were witnesses to this incident. It is noted by Azfari that Akbar Shah kept more or less in constant touch with him, visiting his residence in the Fort on several occasions with his brothers Mirza Sulaiman Shukoh and Mirza Sikandar Shukoh, who at the time the text of the memoir was written still lived in Lakhnau. In this same period, Azfari was even visited by the blind Shah Alam, the visit being the subject of a short section in the text. 31 Now, Azfari had written a rub or quatrain in the mixed zabn-i rekhta on the unfortunate events around Ghulam Qadir. On Id ul-Fitr day, Shah Alam came to see Azfari in his residence (the Hindi word deorhi is used). This was a signal occasion, for it was the first time that the emperor had left the mahal after the disturbances, and he chose to visit Azfari (a sign, naturally, of the latters importance). Apparently, Shah Alam and Azfari generally enjoyed exchanging verses, and the former often challenged the latter to respond to his compositions. On this occasion, Azfari recited his Persian, Turkish and rekhta poetry, which Shah Alam much appreciated, including a chronogram verse using the phrase lam k gham (the sadness of the world). This yielded 1202, rather than the current year 1201, but was still seen as appropriate enough.
Encounters in Captivity
Azfari, however, expresses disappointment with Shah Alams treatment of him after his restoration to the throne, despite the services he had rendered in times of trouble. In fact, Shah Alam had promised him many things through Mirza Akbar, including his release from his princely imprisonment, or qaid-i saltn, and promises to make him an amr afterwards, but he did not keep them (these promises were, as it happened, reiterated at the time of the visit on Id). It is thus clear that Azfari gradually became unhappy with him, as is evident from the section An Account of the Agreement (ahd) that the Emperor had with the writer.
32 This runs as follows:
In the days when the Afghan misfortunes (fat-i afghnn) were taking place, I had rendered appreciable services to the emperor, and subsequently I had also sent a letter through the heir-apparent and the two Mirzas [Mughal and Tughal, nephews of the emperor]. The emperor had sent a response to the petition with his own signature: this was that if God by His Grace would bring him back to power, then he would reward this servitor (khnazd) for his services by delivering him from the qaid-i saltn, and incorporate him into the category of amr. And I had made it clear that I would serve him with dedication without ever having an eye on a share in the Sultanate, and that I would never commit the sin of deviating from the norms of etiquette. It is now of no use to give the details of those promises, for:
That cup has broken, and that cup-bearer is no more.
It may be noted that even after having lost his eyesight, the emperor still used to decorate petitions with his own signature. As a matter of fact, I still have some such petitions with me.
However, when power was restored to the emperor he did not keep his word. Rather, he flatly refused to do anything. I then took a pledge on the shara that if those promises were not fulfilled, I would not remain in prison. I thereupon left my residence and came to the mosque adjacent to Delhi Gate by the New Quarter where the emperor had been placed by the accursed Ghulam Qadir Rohila, in the environs of the residences of the Salatin. The emperor was at the time still to move back to the royal residence. I sat in that mosque and taking God as my witness, requested Ahmad Ali Khan and Kunwar Shankar Nath, son of Raja Ramnath, to convey my message to the emperor. I insisted upon it, and warned that if this word did not reach the emperor, they would repent one day. I said that I had expressed what I had in my heart, in the manner of true men (mardn-i sdiq), so that no could accuse me of deceit and thus condemn my actions. Ahmad Ali Khan replied, Forgive my insolence, but will Your Honour fly out of prison? In reply, I said, By God, I will get out of this place by whatever means He gives me. To this, they replied that I was speaking out of anger, and so for my sake decided not to report this to the emperor. Eventually, what was in my heart and which I spoke out came to be, and they had to repent.
The passage thus anticipates Azfaris eventual flight from Delhi, but also gives us a sense of the geography of the princely residences. We thus learn that the princes (saltn) were normally kept resident in the New Quarter by the Delhi (or Akbarabad) Gate, and that their imprisonment was not so onerous that they could not circulate within the city walls. What, then, was the precise nature of this royal imprisonment? This takes Azfari to a reflection in the next sections about his years as a prisoner in the Red Fort, a matter of central importance if one is to understand that ideas of shared sovereignty still persisted amongst the Mughals at this time. The custom of keeping the princes (shhzda) in imprisonment had been re-established, he notes, in the time of Jahandar Shah in the early eighteenth century. For about 100 years since that time, this was the custom of the Timurid line (nasl-i tmuriyya). His two paternal uncles often used to regret that they would not be able to escape, but predicted that the next generation would surely be able to manage it; they felt that they themselves were destined never to see the thirteenth century of the Hegiran calendar. When the nephews asked how they were so sure, they would never give a full answer. Azfaris father died on the night of 28 Muharram 1200, his uncles a few years before that.
33 So, only in the thirteenth century Hijri was he himself destined to escape, three years and two months after his fathers death.
Some seven years before his escape, Azfari and some of his brothers had sent a message to a certain gifted dervish called Miyan Ghulam Chishti, through a certain Hakim Inayatullah Khan, asking his opinion on whether they would ever be able to escape. He had replied that after seven years, some great calamity of unheard of dimensions would take place in the Sultanate and overtake the emperor in Delhi. The fortress walls would be shaken, and might even fall. In these circumstances, Azfari and the others would escape and reach their desired goals. Azfari promptly noted this prediction on the fly-leaf of a book. When the Afghan attack took place, he consulted the prediction and found that the dates matched, even though the Chishti himself had already died a few days before.
Similarly, another ascetic and emaciated holy man called Shah Azim had met him some years before at his residence, soon after the death of his father. Meeting Azfari at the time of the Ramazan fast, he told him that he had a gift for the prince. This was an object through which Azfari could have whatever he wanted. The latter replied that what he wanted most of all was to escape from prison. The dervish replied that this would certainly come to pass. However, he wanted something in return for the gift. Azfari thought that his escape would take a good deal of time, but the other reassured him that it would transpire quite quickly. Still, since Shah Azim was certain that he himself would die before that, he asked Azfari to take care of his daughter and son-in-law, Munsif Ali Khan. He also taught him an occult practice (amal-i ism) based on the notion of grace ( jaml) rather than wrath (jall). But Azfari was also told that he could not teach it to anyone else, or deviate from it in the slightest. The practice was thus not given as a gift (hiba), but as a limited permission (rukhsat). Azfari notes that he did not believe in its effectiveness at the time, considering all this to be the customary prattle of faqrs. But two months later, Shah Azim died. Now Azfari began to half-believe him, though lack of time prevented him from fully employing the occult practice. When the Rohila problem began and rumours began to float that all the princes would be carried off, Azfaris Mirza cousins Mughal and Tughal (their real names being Muhammad Ikram-ud-Din and Muhammad Abdul Muqtadir) requested him in secret to use any such practice (amal) that he might have in his possession. So Azfari at last began to employ his occult gift, both for practical reasons and also in order to test its effectiveness. As it turned out, the Rohilas carried off many others, but not Mughal and Tughal. When the Rohilas returned, Azfari began to use the amal again in order to save his own family and wealth, and it worked once more by the grace of God. Now, at long last, he really began to believe in it, and began employing it towards his escape too. He thus underwent two or three penances of 40 days (chilla), whichas is seen later in fact worked to good effect. He thus assures his readers that Shah Azim was an angel with a human face, the greatest saint (shib-i kaml) he has ever seen, even after his wanderings through India had begun. So perfect a man was he that he would never denigrate anyone, and even under provocation would remain silent or express himself mildly. Most other so-called saints, he assures us, were mere impostors, hardly comparable in their depth to this great man.
34
Some time later, when Azfari had begun corresponding with the Raja of Jaipur and concretely planning his escape, he also made contact with another perfect astrologer (nujm-i kmil). This man worked in the ahshm-i sarkr-i wla (imperial army) and his name was Mahtab Rai. He came to Azfaris residence (deorh), and the discussion turned to astrology. The account continues: I asked him, I have heard that you have a good knowledge of astrology. Please tell me what is presently in the movement of the stars of my destiny. He measured the height of the sun with a stick, and wrote down my name and my horoscope (zicha) on a piece of paper. He then looked at it, smiled, and became pensive. When I asked, What have you discovered?, he delayed in responding. It came to my mind that perhaps he had sensed the poor quality of my stars, and hence had not replied. I then said, On your own religion (qasam-i dharami khwud), tell me what you have found without adding or taking anything away. He replied, What can I say? If three stars come together in the zenith (sharaf ) of someones horoscope, he becomes emperor. At present, in the zenith of the horoscope of Your Honour, there are two-and-a-half stars. This indicates that the constellation has gone a step beyond the status of a wazr. If, at this time, you continue to strive for rulership, it can be accomplished. What more can I say? I could not understand how this could happen in my state of imprisonment, for even the very word Sultanate seemed unattainable at that time. The eunuchs and soldiers of the emperor were constantly spying on me. I hence became frightened, and said to him, Why are you joking with me? These sorts of pleasantries should not be made with prisoners like us. Perhaps youve lost your mind, that you have begun such crazy talk. May God preserve the rule of the emperor Shah Alam over us, for his rule is ours too. I gave him a bda of betel-leaf ( pn), and sent him away as quickly as possible, and began to hope for better days. In the end, it turned out to be true. For, within two months, when I escaped and reached Jaipur and Jodhpur, the rulers there had made a throne (takht) and a parasol (chatr) for me, and served me in great style.
35
This oscillation between hope and despair was thus clearly a feature of the sort of life that the princely prisoners led. However, the recourse to people with special powers, insights and occult practices did not stop there. Further, they could at times go seriously wrong, bringing dire consequences. For Azfari now turns to another anecdote concerning life in the city as he had known it. It turned out that some years before (when his father and uncles were still alive), he had met a woman who was hugely knowledgeable (allma-i rzgr) in the Persian sciences, writing capably in the shikast script and dealing in predictions made from the manipulation of numbers (ilm-i taksr). She also knew some limited Arabic and used to claim to be of Sayyid stock. Through the intercession of some dishonest brokers, one of Azfaris paternal cousins had gone and married her daughter, but the couple began to fight largely because of the behaviour of the bridegrooms mother. The brides mother and aunt naturally took their daughters side, and eventually matters came to a point where they secretly poisoned the son-in-law. However, on the very night of his death, through some magical arts, this enchantress managed to make the bridegrooms entire family wholly obedient to her daughter, to the point that they almost neglected the fact that the prince had died, and instead seemed more preoccupied with serving his widow. This was in fact astonishing to see, writes Azfari. One day, some weeks later, Azfari even bluntly asked the princes mother why she had changed her attitude as regards her sons widow to this extent and quite forgotten her sorrow. She replied that her son had not really died, but returned in all his glory every night to sleep with his wife in the bridal bed (chhaparkht-i murassa), and to feast with all of them. Azfari notes that he himself was thus a witness to this bizarre declaration. Things had reached a point where a certain Anjab-un-Nisa Begam alias Putli Begam, the grand-daughter of the emperor Bahadur Shah, used to stand up and pay her respects to this bogus Sayyid woman. The emperor himself came to be so impressed by her that for a time he granted her whatever she wanted; but he eventually saw through her and turned her out of the fort.
Clearly the degree of neurosis that was attained in the houses of the imprisoned saltn was rather high, a fact which Azfari himself is uncomfortably aware of. For other such stories follow in his text, concerning a foreign magician called Shah Yaqin, a middle-aged man who visited Azfari and began to show his tricks. This Shah came gradually to control Mirzas Mughal and Tughal, and eventually Mirza Mughal even became his close disciple. But a year later they became heartily disgusted with him, and accused him of being a trickster and cheat. Azfari hastens to explain to the reader the circumstances of this disillusionment.
Within roughly a week after the death of Prince Mirza Baba Ala-ud-Daula, father of Mirza Mughal and Mirza Tughal, a stranger and magician (sihr-dn) called Shah Yaqin, quite advanced in age, entered the Auspicious Fort on some pretext. Through his trickery, he reached my residence and that of the two Mirzas and began to show his powers (karmat), which was in fact based on illusion (istidrj). One of his tricks was as follows: A certain night, both Mirzas saw their deceased father naked in a dream. They asked the trickster for an interpretation of this. The trickster told them to donate a set of the dead mans clothes to a saintly person. The Mirzas did as they were told, but then again saw their father naked in a dream. When they asked the trickster for its interpretation next morning, he replied, The person to whom you have given the clothes did not deserve them. If you give them to another really deserving saintly person, then you will see your father clothed once more. The Mirzas took an expensive set of clothes (libs-i fkhira) of their father, and gave them to him, saying, In our view, there is no one more saintly than Your Excellency. Please accept these. He made a show of refusing, but eventually took the clothes back home. That night, the Mirzas in their dream saw their father in the very same clothes that they had given away. Subsequently, all their other relatives, when they heard this story, became the tricksters great devotees (mutaqid). The following night, their father appeared once more in a dream, and asked for his sword and other expensive weapons, and said, You should know that whatever you give in my name through Shah Yaqin reaches me at that very moment. The next morning, in keeping with that dream, they handed over all the abovementioned weapons to that trickster. In sum, using every trick and deceit that he knew, he took away everything that belonged to the deceased from his heirs.
Things did not stop there. Mirza Tughal became wholly fascinated with the devious Shah Yaqin, who for his part always made sneering remarks about the truly holy men (mashikh) of Delhi. He was not content with this, writes Azfari, and used even to denigrate Hazrat Ali. Eventually Mirzas Mughal and Tughal, and their sisters Faqira Begam and Jiona Begam, fell out with many of the saintly people of Delhi such as Khwaja Mir Dard and Maulawi Fakhr-ud-Din on account of this wily man. Now, the two Mirzas, though technically Azfaris uncles (that is to say, one generation above him in the primary Mughal genealogy), used to defer to him with regard to important and delicate questions, as well as for literary distribution.
matters and knowledge of Turkish. Azfari hence tried to admonish them, and convince them to see through the Shah. But when Shah Yaqin heard this, he became Azfaris bitter enemy and stopped coming to visit him at his residence. As for the two Mirzas, they naively went on writing long letters to Azfari, full of extravagant praise for Shah Yaqin and his powers. Mirza Mughal even wrote one day that the Shah had given him an amulet (tawz) that allowed him to see whatever he wanted. Sitting alone, he declared that he could conjure up visions in his head of thousands of people, white and black, but of small size. He became a more or less formal disciple (murd) of that heretic (murtad). However, as noted above, within a year of this there was a falling out between them, and everything turned sour. On this occasion, Mirza Mughal sent Azfari a long and confidential letter in Turkish through a certain Inayat Rasul Khan, complaining against Shah Yaqin, and mourning the loss of his money. He even said that he feared for his very life. For it turned out now that Shah Yaqin had above all gained powers over Mirza Mughals sister, Jiona Begam (or Qutlugh Sultan Begam), who was also the wife of Prince Mirza Jawan Bakht, son of Shah Alam. The trickster had apparently taken huge sums of money off her, and Mirza Mughal asked for Azfaris help to somehow expel Shah Yaqin from the city. However, this had to be done secretly, for otherwise the Shah would use his occult powers to take revenge on the letter-writer, Mirza Mughal. A detailed account of the tricking of Jiona Begam follows.
In those days, Mirza Jawan Bakht, husband of Jiona Begam, had left the Auspicious Fort without the emperors permission and gone off to Lakhnau.
37 His family and children were still in the fort with the emperor and were in prison. Jiona Begam was desperate, and even driven crazy (diwnawr) by the desire to see her husband, and be at his side, by whatever means, and no matter how much money it took. So, as is the nature of women (mazhab-i zann), she often used to approach holy men ( przdah) for amulets and charms. When this trickster [Shah Yaqin] came to know of this, he entered into contact with her, and said, I can assume the responsibility of getting you to Lakhnau in the night-time through the help of occult agents (muakkiln-i ghaib). Using these pretexts, for about a year, he kept tricking her and went on postponing her travel to Lakhnau. He managed by this means to extract a huge sum of money from her, and himself became very wealthy. His last trick was this: One day he gave her an amulet and said, Do this and that sort of practice (amal), and in the middle of the night, go to the roof and sit there on your bed (palang), with as much of your best jewellery and expensive things on it as you can carry. Do not fear. You will see the play (tamsha) of the power of God, for occult agents will come and will carry your bed to its desired destination. When night fell, the Begam in keeping with the tricksters instructions, got herself ready. Suddenly, the bed rose about a yard above the ground, and then came down again. She then kept waiting for a long time, hoping for something more to happen, but saw nothing. Early in the morning, she sent for the trickster (muzawwir), and he said, Something fell short in what we had explained to you. But dont worry. If you do penance (chilla) a second time, we shall take you to your promised land. He then left, and disappeared [from Delhi], saying that he had to make a ten-day trip. The Begam sent many people in every direction to find out about him, but they could find no trace. The people who practice occult arts (ahl-i takassur) say that when this scoundrel became rich, he neglected this sciences requirement that one should remain vegetarian. When he saw that he could not manage what he claimed, and that he was going to be exposed, he ran away and hid.
Azfari then comments that he could fill a whole book with the deeds of this particular trickster. If he has taken so much space up with them, it is for a particular reason. The purpose of these stories is to show that since I have left the Auspicious Fort, I have never seen anyone endowed with these sorts of powers (kamlt), either in the saintly or in the devilish way (che dar ilm-i alaw che dar sifl). I have, however, heard many stories of this sort.
38 Azfaris attitude towards Shah Yaqin is thus interesting in its ambiguity. While treating him constantly as a trickster, he does not in fact deny that the other possessed magical or occult powers. The powers existed, but it was largely a question of the use to which they were put, as well as their limits, interestingly linked up here to the idea of vegetarianism, which aided in preserving ones ascetic powers.
The idea of wondrous powers (kamlt) of both a virtuous and a malevolent hue clearly played a central role in the lives of the imprisoned princes and their households. But powers of another sort existed too, and these other powers (karmt) were linked to forms of charisma as were possessed by truly holy men like the great Sufis of Delhi and elsewhere. It is thus only natural that the text now moves on to another story, this one deriving from Azfaris mother who was herself from the great Sufi family of Khwaja Abul Ula, Khwaja Muhammad Mah, and Khwaja Nurullah Naqshbandi Akbarabadi, about whom much had been written in Sufi hagiographies.
39 Azfaris mother thus used to talk often about these saintly people, as did Nawwab Taj Mahal Begam, the emperor Muhammad Shahs wife and the maternal grandmother of Azfaris own mother. Azfari recounts a set of anecdotes which he heard from his mothers maternal uncle concerning the purity of this Taj Mahal Begam. It was said of her that she would never take a male child on her lap, even when he was a suckling infant, because she felt a deep sense of shyness in the face of masculinity (zt-i zakr), even if it were in the form of an infant. From her adolescence to her death, she had hence never allowed her pulse to be taken, or her urine to be examined, by any (male) physician. In the brief reign of Ahmad Shah, when her health began to deteriorate, the emperor, who was her own son, told her that the physicians needed to take her pulse in order to treat her illness properly. To which she replied, O light of my eye, in all my life, with the exception of your father (that is the late emperor), no other man ever touched my hand. Now that my last days have come, God forbid that such a thing should happen. Soon after this, she died, preferring this sad fate to having her purity sullied. Similarly, Azfari notes that his own mother would never take even her own brothers sons on her lap out of affection. When these children were over four years of age, she would practice veiling before them (srat-i khwud r nz poshdand wa baz bil mushfa naddand). If male ascetic power was linked to vegetarianism, it is clear that in Azfaris world, the powerwhether potential or fully realisedof royal women was deeply tied to their modesty, even though he recognises that this modesty could take exaggerated forms.
The Power of Dreams
Clearly then, for Azfari, royal power too was linked to certain forms of charisma that verged on the magical, and this was not a feature that was limited to the world of the Sufis. 40 It was this fact which separated the Mirzas from the Mughal subjects in general, for descent from the line of Timur gave them powers that set them, potentially at least, above the population at large. To be a true Mughal was to have such a charismatic potential, and there thus follows a section concerning Azfaris own dreams and powers (karmt), which he clearly believed he possessed. He admits, however, that even if in his family no real fault (qusr) had ever happened, nevertheless a substantial decline ( futr-i azm) had set in so far as their piety and purity (taqwa wa tahrat) were concerned, leading in turn to a fall in their miraculous and spiritual powers. Still, on occasion, these powers clearly manifested themselves, and he gives us some examples thereof. In point of fact, even others of the Mughal line, such as the emperor Shah Alam, had such powers, but he refrains from detailing them. In his own case, one of these incidents runs as follows.
Five or six years before I escaped from the Auspicious Fort, one night I saw a dream in which there was a break in the western wall of the fort through which I came out, and headed southwards. In the evening, I reach a place where there is a shrine of a holy man, with imposing and beautiful buildings. Around the grave of the saint, there is a silver railing too high to allow me to place flowers on it. I keep trying to do so, but my hand cannot reach. After many attempts, I manage to place the flowers there. When I really left the fort, and arrived at the shrine of Khwaja Muin-ud-Din Chishti [in Ajmer], everything happened exactly as in the dream, and I saw it with my own eyes.
Another story follows, this one concerning a dream that took place three or four months before his leaving the fort. In this dream, it seemed to be evening, and the door to his apartments were shut, as was the routine for princes in house arrest like himself; a royal eunuch was sent out each evening to lock the princes into their apartments for the night, only to release them the next morning. The account continues:
A woman was calling me by name, and saying, Lachmi, which is to say Wealth in Hindi, is standing at the door and calling you. Someone else said, Is she just calling Mirza-i Kalan [Azfari] The theme of the magical, and of his own powers, thus takes Azfari out of a relatively well-defined Islamic context in which the future can be seen (to the extent that it had already transpired in another parallel world), into a world in which Lakshmi, the Hindu goddess of wealth and fortune, has to be placated to gain power and the throne. The magical thus has a bridging function, which is also characteristic of the dream itself, taking one freely from one set of religious referents to another. 43 In a similar vein, still writing of the prescient power of his dreams, Azfari notes that on 9 Muharram 1202 (21 October 1787), the night before the Afghans set fire to the powder magazine of the fort, he was already vigilant and trying to resist sleep. The news at the time was that Ghulam Qadir was leaving the fort with his army, having barred the doors. But some hours later, he changed his mind, and decided to return to the fort with the intention of killing all the princes (saltn). The shouts of the Afghans were resounding in the fort, and all the princes were in fear of their lives and honour before this threat. At this moment, Azfari dozed off unexpectedly, while still in a seated position. Then, while still half-awake, he sensed that he was being struck on his back, as if with a sword or whip, which caused him some pain. He naturally awoke, with a sense of being under direct threat. When he felt his back, there was, however, no wound or sign.
regarding Ghulam Qadir to console the emperor, and it turned out to be exactly the case. The most convincing demonstration of this was that when the Prince Akbar Shah had come to Azfaris house along with the other princes, he had shown him the board with his predictions. On account of these repeated proofs of his powers, when the Ghulam Qadir troubles broke out, many of these princelings had come and asked Azfari for his predictions on how things would turn out eventually. On their insistence he looked into the matter, and with the aid of God saw that all signs pointed in the unexpected direction of safety and well-being. He then announced this hesitatingly to his cousins, and also declared that he could protect others in those troubled times. This was in fact what really transpired. Thus, Azfari claims that he came to be famed in all of Delhi for having saved various others in those hard moments. 46 Now, two years before all these incidents, the chief eunuch appointed to his apartments, the pious (muttaq wa faqr-dost) Ghulam Muhammad, had come to him and said that he too had had a strange dream. In this dream, there was a huge commotion and confusion in Delhi. The Sultanate had declined, and everyone was in despair. But two flags were flying, and a town-crier (mund) was crying out that the first flag was that of Mirza Ali Bakht Mirza-i Kalan (that is, Azfari himself ), and the second that of Mirza Humayun Bakht (who features later in the memoir too). Those who took shelter under these flags would be well protected in those times. The eunuch then reported that in his dream he had seen Azfari with his soldiers and servants under the first banner, and under the second the other Mirza. When Azfari heard the eunuchs account, he saw it as a good foreboding and rejoiced. He hence responded that if God so willed, this might happen for the good of everyone. When the Afghan troubles broke out, the same eunuch (recalling his own dream) came and deposited cash and goods worth several thousands of rupees with Azfari, and even placed himself under his protection. Besides, reports Azfari, a number of other rich people from the fort brought their cash and goods (naqd-o-jins), and deposited them with him. During the event, every house around his residence was left unharmed, including that of Mirza Ali Akhtar, whose house shared a common wall with that of Azfari. This was not merely a question of chance, but also because they fought valiantly (or so Azfari claims) against the Rohilas. In a similar way, the house of Inayat Rasul Khan, the nazr, was left unharmed. At the end of the troubles, Azfari returned the cash and goods to their original owners. When news of this spread, even the emperor regretted that he had not left the cash and best jewels of the royal treasury (sarkr-i wl) with Azfari, so that they might have been better protected.
This extended account of his powers and dreams concludes the first part of Azfaris memoirs, and its reflections on life in Shahjahanabad as a prisoner in a sort of gilded cage. It is followed by an account of his escape from Delhi, and his flight to first Jaipur, and then Sambhar, before his eventual arrival via Ajmer in Jodhpur. The memoir then discusses the attempt by Azfari to raise a military living there. Amongst these, a particular friend appears to have been Mirza Jawan Bakht Jahandar Shah, son of Shah Alam, and himself a noted poet in rekhta. However, one also gathers that some resentment persisted against Azfari on the part of other princes such as Mirza Sulaiman Shukoh, who suspected him of harbouring excessive ambitions. Perhaps Azfaris own superior sense of himself, which is manifested in particular in terms of his claims to speak and write Turkish (the language of Babur) in a superior fashion contributed in some measure to this alienation between him and a certain number of the other saltn. We have already noted how Azfari saw in his access to Turkish an element that made him the true bearer of the Mughal tradition, as opposed to his effete and excessively Persianised cousins.
Perhaps on account of these tensions, Azfari became receptive over the years to offers to move elsewhere. It turned out that one of his paternal cousins, a certain Mirza Humayun Bakht (already mentioned in the context of Delhi), had taken refuge in Madras (called Chinapattan Mandraj in the text) with Muhammad Ali Khan Nawwab Walajah, and in 1210 A.H. (179596) Azfari received letters from him urging him to move south. This was also on account of Humayun Bakhts anxiety to establish his own legitimacy in Madras, where another ostensible Mughal prince (a certain so-called Mirza Jangli, claiming to be the son of Shuja-udDaula) had appeared and sought to cast doubt on Humayun Bakhts royal origins. It is thus clear that the vast proliferation of saltn had the potential to create some degree of confusion on who was or was not the genuine article; it is interesting to note that in Humayun Bakhts case, Azfari in fact had a mahzar document prepared certifying his origins, and had it stamped with various princes seals in Lakhnau, and also counter-signed by several weighty qzs and mufts. This correspondence with Humayun Bakht eventually persuaded Azfari of the need to seek his fortune further south, and so in Rajab 1211 H. (January 1797), he at last left Lakhnau for Benares, then Patna, and eventually Murshidabad (Maqsudabad), where he found to his chagrin an impostor already in place, claiming to be none other than Mirza Azfari. After chastising him, the real Azfari did, however, finally let him go, in a rather strange twist to the identity politics of the time. It was here, in Murshidabad, that Azfari also began setting down the text of the Wqit, at the request of the poet Mirza Jan Tapish, whom he met and whose company he enjoyed.
The following sections of the text take Azfari in his travels along the east coast, via Katak and Vijayanagaram, to Madraswhere he eventually arrives on 16 Zi-Qada 1212 H. (3 May 1798). His arrival in the city and his subsequent stay there finds mention in the official chronicle of the Nawwabs of Arcot in the following terms.
During the reign of Umdatul-Umara Bahadur Amirul-Hind Nawwab Walajah II, Mirza Ali Bakht Bahadur, another illustrious prince, visited Madras in 1211 A.H. (sic) . He was a most unique prince, deeply read and an erudite scholar. Two or three days after his arrival Umdatul-Umara Bahadur Nawwab Walajah II arranged to decorate the diwn-khna of Kalas-mahall and invited distribution.
